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K E Y  F I N D I N G S

T H E  B O T T O M  L I N E :

LAWMAKERS SHOULD BAN RANKED-CHOICE  
VOTING AT ALL LEVELS OF GOVERNMENT.

BALLOTS IN RANKED-CHOICE VOTING ELECTIONS 
ARE MORE COMPLEX THAN TRADITIONAL  

“ONE-PERSON, ONE VOTE” ELECTIONS. 

EXHAUSTED BALLOTS IN RANKED-CHOICE VOTING 
RACES SILENCE THE VOICE OF SIGNIFICANT 

PORTIONS OF THE ELECTORATE. 

DISTRICTS USING RANKED-CHOICE VOTING  
HAVE LOWER VOTER TURNOUT RATES. 

RANKED-CHOICE VOTING CHANGES AND  
DELAYS THE ELECTION COUNTING PROCESS. 

?
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Background   
Recent polling suggests that a majority of Americans on both sides of the aisle fear for the survival 
of the American democratic system.1 Finding solutions to strengthen trust in the election process is 
essential to protecting the Republic. Ranked-choice voting (RCV), also called “instant runoff voting,” 
is portrayed as a viable alternative to the status quo, but in reality, it is a disaster. 

Funded by the progressive Left, RCV advocacy organizations claim that this massive overhaul can 
improve voter confidence by providing more candidate choices, decreasing negative campaigning, 
and ensuring majority rule.2-3 But these are false promises, and the proliferation of RCV would 
be harmful to American elections. 

Fortunately, states have a simple solution to help restore trust in elections by prohibiting RCV 
statewide and preempting local governments from adopting it. 

THE PROLIFERATION OF RCV WOULD BE  
HARMFUL TO AMERICAN ELECTIONS. 

Ballots in ranked-choice voting elections are more 
complex than traditional “one-person, one vote” 
elections
Almost universally, American elections are decided on the “one-person, one vote” principle, in 
which each voter chooses one candidate, and the winner secures the plurality of votes. By contrast, 
voters in RCV elections must rank candidates on the ballot.4 If no candidate wins a 50-percent 
majority, the race goes through multiple rounds of tabulation in an instant runoff.5

 One of the biggest hurdles for voters in RCV elections is the difficulty of being informed about the 
candidates. Having a strong knowledge of all candidates on the ballot is a necessary component of 
active citizenship, but RCV creates the opportunity for several candidates without party affiliations 
to run in one race.6 This may seem manageable when there are four prominent candidates in 
a race for a high-profile position, but when there are upwards of 20 candidates running for an 
obscure local office, knowing all relevant details about the candidates’ positions and backgrounds 
becomes much more difficult.7

AMERICAN ELECTIONS ARE DECIDED ON THE  
“ONE-PERSON, ONE VOTE” PRINCIPLE, IN WHICH 

EACH VOTER CHOOSES ONE CANDIDATE, AND THE 
WINNER SECURES THE PLURALITY OF VOTES.
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When making an informed decision at the ballot box becomes an onerous process, 
corruption becomes inevitable. 

Casting a vote in an RCV election is difficult. Instructions for RCV ballots are generally cumbersome, 
often confusing voters.8 Because the process of filling out the ballot is difficult to understand, 
error rates for RCV elections remain higher than those of traditional elections.9 This results in 
more citizens having their votes thrown away because of an overly complex system. 

 

RANK-CHOICE VOTING INSTRUCTIONS ARE COMPLEX 

Source: Salt Lake City, Utah City Attorney’s Office 

 

Exhausted ballots in elections with ranked-choice 
voting silence voters
In traditional elections, every submitted ballot that follows the instructions is counted towards the 
result, but this isn’t the case with RCV. 

“Exhausted ballots” in RCV elections do not count towards the final tally. While many RCV ballots 
are thrown out due to voter error in following convoluted instructions, ballots that follow the 
instructions to the letter can also be thrown away because the voter ranked candidates who are 
no longer in contention.10 As candidates are eliminated through multiple rounds of tabulation, 
voters have their ballots exhausted if they only ranked candidates that have been removed during 
successive rounds.11 

In other words, for a voter’s voice to fully count in every round of an RCV election, he must 
vote for all candidates on the ballot, even those he may not support. 

Because of ballot exhaustion, winners of RCV races do not necessarily represent the choice of 
all voters who participated. RCV claims to protect majority rule, but in reality, RCV creates an 
artificial majority by eliminating the votes of the lowest-scoring candidates during successive 
tabulations. One study of Maine elections found that, of 98 recent RCV elections, 60 percent of 
RCV victors did not win by a majority of the total votes cast.12 
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WITH RANKED-CHOICE VOTING, NOT ALL VOTES COUNT 

 

MAINE’S 2ND CONGRESSIONAL  
DISTRICT 2018 DEMOCRATIC 

PRIMARY:
Although a total of 126,139 votes were 

cast, only 117,250 votes counted  
towards the final round.

This means that approximately 
seven percent of voters—nearly 9,000 

people—had their voices silenced  
by ballot exhaustion.13

ME CA

SAN FRANCISCO, CALIFORNIA’S 
2010 BOARD OF SUPERVISORS 

GENERAL ELECTION:

After 20 rounds of tabulations, 53 
percent of ballots had been exhausted, 

and only 8,200 ballots contributed 
towards the final results.14 

More ballots were thrown out  
than were counted.  

 

Districts using ranked-choice voting have lower 
voter turnout rates
Implementing RCV lowers voter turnout rates. For example, both Minneapolis and St. Paul, 
Minnesota, have run local elections using RCV for more than a decade, and both “lag well behind 
other major metropolitan cities in municipal election voter turnout.”15-17 

In fact, comparatively lower voter turnout in jurisdictions using RCV is a consistent pattern. A study 
of San Francisco elections from 1995 to 2011 revealed a strong relationship between a decline in 
voter turnout and the adoption of RCV.18 Furthermore, during odd or off-cycle election years, RCV 
jurisdictions have on average eight percent lower voter turnout rates than non-RCV jurisdictions.19 

Because RCV is more complex than traditional voting, the system inherently discourages new and 
infrequent voters from participating.20 Between voter confusion, high rates of ballot exhaustion, 
and the difficulty of tabulating the results, RCV increases the opportunity costs of electoral 
participation. 

 

BETWEEN VOTER CONFUSION, HIGH RATES OF 
BALLOT EXHAUSTION, AND THE DIFFICULTY OF 
TABULATING THE RESULTS, RCV INCREASES THE 

OPPORTUNITY COSTS OF ELECTORAL PARTICIPATION. 
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Ranked-choice voting changes and delays the election 
counting process
Perhaps the most concerning component of RCV elections is the required changes to the ballot 
counting process. 

Similar to the primary election caucus process still used in certain jurisdictions, RCV ballots must 
be transported to a centralized location for counting due to multiple rounds of tabulation in 
the event of an instant runoff, potentially increasing the cost of the election and vulnerability to 
mismanagement.21 When informed that RCV increases election irregularities, 71 percent of all 
voters, regardless of party affiliation, are more likely to oppose RCV.22 

Because of the convoluted and centralized tabulation process, counting the final results in RCV 
elections is time consuming, and rarely are election results available on Election Day. In fact, 66 
percent of all voters are more likely to oppose RCV when they learn that declaring the winner can 
take days or weeks post-Election Day.23 Even minor delays in delivery of election results spark 
concerns of impropriety and significantly impact voter confidence—which our democracy cannot 
endure.

66 PERCENT OF ALL VOTERS ARE MORE LIKELY  
TO OPPOSE RCV WHEN THEY LEARN THAT  
DECLARING THE WINNER CAN TAKE DAYS  

OR WEEKS POST-ELECTION DAY.

RANKED-CHOICE VOTING LEADS TO LENGTHY DELAYS  
IN ELECTION RESULTS 

MINNEAPOLIS, MINNESOTA’S  
2009 MAYORAL RACE: 

The election office estimated that, for 
a turnout of 70,000 voters, tabulation 
would take 37 eight-hour shifts with  

102 election officials working.
 In other words, tabulation was 

estimated to take 30,192 man-hours 
or nearly 13 days of round-the-clock 

counting.24

MN NY

NEW YORK CITY’S 2021 MAYORAL 
DEMOCRATIC PRIMARY:

NYC’s primary took 15 days to reach a 
conclusion, with the two final candidates 
only separated by slightly more than one 

percent of the vote.25

A contributing factor to the delay 
was the erroneous inclusion of 

135,000 test ballots.26 
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THE BOTTOM LINE: Lawmakers should ban ranked-
choice voting at all levels of government.
Sadly, many Americans lack confidence in the election process. While progressives offer RCV as a 
solution to this problem, such a needlessly complicated voting system leads to voter confusion, 
lower turnout, and slower election results. 

More than 11 million Americans live in jurisdictions that use RCV, and it is quickly spreading 
across the country from Portland, Maine, to Berkeley, California. 27 Maine and Alaska use RCV 
in all elections across the state, and several states, such as Nevada, Wyoming, and Kansas, have 
used RCV for their Democratic presidential primary races. 28 Other states, including Virginia and 
Indiana, have used RCV ballots for Republican nominating conventions.29 

MILLIONS OF AMERICANS LIVE IN RCV JURISDICTIONS 
 

Source: Ballotpedia and Fair Vote

STATES

   Used Statewide 
   Local Elections in Some Jurisdictions 
   Military and Overseas Voters   
   2020 Democratic Presidential Primary  
   Special Elections   
   Party Primary Elections

CITIES AND COUNTIES

   In Use
   Upcoming Use

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
The good news is that eliminating and restricting RCV has bipartisan support in state governments 
across the country. Just this year, both Florida and Tennessee passed sweeping legislation to ban 
RCV in all state and local races, which is the only way to stop municipalities from restructuring 
their electoral systems for the worse.30-31 

Prominent Democrats also have a history of speaking out against RCV, including former California 
Governor Jerry Brown and current Governor Gavin Newsom.32 Vetoing the California State 
Legislature’s 2019 attempt to institute RCV for all state elections, Newsom expressed “concern 
that [RCV] has often led to voter confusion, and that the promise that [RCV] leads to greater 
democracy is not necessarily fulfilled.”33 If even Governor Newsom is against RCV, then there must 
be serious grounds for skepticism. 

Strengthening the trust that the American people have in the election process should not 
be a partisan issue. Banning ranked-choice voting is a measure that everyone ought to 
support to protect election integrity. 
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